
RAPID URBANIZATION AND THE 

POLITICS OF THE URBAN POOR 

Each day, in the villages of Bangladesh, China, Kenya, Egypt, and Bolivia, 
thousands of young men and women pack up their meager belongings and 
board buses, trucks, or trains for the long trip to Dhaka, Shanghai, Nairobi, 

Cairo, or La Paz. Often they travel alone, sometimes with family or friends. They 
are a part of one of the largest and most dramatic tides of human migration in 
world history. In China alone, some 300 million rural villagers are likely to 
migrate to urban centers over the next two to three decades. Despairing of any 
hope for a better life in the countryside and seeking new opportunities for them
selves and their children, millions of villagers leave the world they have known 
for the uncertainties of the city. In Africa, refugees fleeing civil wars and famine 
have augmented these legions of migrants. In the aftermath of Rwanda's ethnic 
genocide, the country's urban population grew by an astounding 11.6 percent 
annually from 2000 to 2005. By 2030, the proportion of that county's population 
living in cities will have climbed from only 18.3 percent (in 2003) to 58.5 percent.' 

Most migrants maintain close links with their rural roots long after they 
have left the countryside. Some corne intending to accumulate savings and 
eventually return to their villages. "Others alternate between city and country 
in a permanent pendular pattern."2 Indeed, in many parts of West Africa and 
Southeast Asia, more than half the urban migrants are temporary, including 
those who repeatedly circulate between village and city.3 In China, where 
until recently government restrictions made it very difficult to migrate, most 
new migrants live in a bureaucratic limbo without assurance of permanence. 
Known as China's "floating population," these relatively temporary migrants 
number 100 million people or more. Some stay permanently, though most do 
not. Although not officially counted as part of the urban population (because 
their residency documents officially restrict their residence to their horne vil
lages), they actually account for about one-fifth of China's city residents at any 
given time.' In contrast, Latin America's cityward migrants tend to settle per
manently. Whatever their initial aspirations, they continue to crowd the urban 
slums and shantytowns they have corne to call horne. 

Swelled by both internal (natural) population growth and the influx of 
migrants in recent decades, many Third World cities have mushroomed in size 
and will continue to grow rapidly in the corning years (see Tables 7.1 through 7.3). 
The magnitude of that expansion has placed tremendous strains on public serv
ices, housing, public health, and personal safety in these large cities. In Latin 
America, the rate of growth (in percentage terms) was most rapid in the middle of 
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TABLE 7.1 Percentage of the World's Population in Urban Areas by 
Region, 2003-2030 

Annual Rateof Urban 

Percentage Percentage 
Projected 

Percentage 
Growth (Percent) 

Region Urban 1980 Urban 2005 Urban 2030 1950-2005 2005-2030 

Developed 69 75 82 1.17b 0.16b 

Regions" 
Third Worldc 30 43 57 
Africa 28 40 54 4.29 3.04 
Asia 26 40 55 3.44 2.12 
Latin America and 65 78 85 3.31 1.35 

the Caribbean 

aEurope, North America, Australia, New Zealand, and Japan. 
bEurope only. 
cAfrica, Asia (except Japan), and Latin America. 

Source: United Nations Population Information Network, WorldPopulation Prospects (2003 and 
2005), http://esa.un.org/unpp/. 

the twentieth century. Thus, in just a single decade (1950-1960), the populations of 
Bogota (Colombia) and Caracas (Venezuela) doubled, while Lima (Peru) nearly 
tripled. Since the 1970s, the rate of growth in the region's largest metropolises 
has slowed, but in absolute terms, there is still considerable migration to both pri
mary and secondary cities. African cities, though starting from a smaller base, 
expanded at an even faster pace. Between 1960 and 1983,Kinshasa (Congo) grew 
by nearly 600 percent and Abidjan (Cote d'Ivoire) by more than 800 percent.s 
Today, a number of cities in the LDCs continue to double their populations in two 
decades or less (Table 7.3). 

TABLE 7.2 Percentage of the Population in Urban Areas by Country, 
1975-2015 

Percentage Urban Percentage Urban Percentage Urban 2015 
Country 1975 2004 (estimate) 

Egypt 44 43 45 
Ethiopia 10 16 19 
Nigeria 23 47 56 
China 17 40 49 
Indonesia 19 47 59 
Brazil 62 84 88 
Chile 78 87 90 
Dominican Republic 46 66 74 

Source: United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report,2006, "Urban 
Population," http://hdr.undp.org/hdr2006/statistics/indicators/41.html. 
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TABLE 7.3 Populations of Third World Metropolitan Areas, 1995-2015 

Population 

City 1995 2015 (estimate) 

Mexico City 
Tegucigalpa 
Santiago 
Cairo 
Casablanca 
Addis Ababa 
Lagos 
Bangkok 
Dhaka 

16,562,000 
995,000 

4,891,000 
9,690,000 
3,101,000 
2,431,000 

10,287,000 
6,547,000 
8,545,000 

19,180,000 
2,016,000 
6,066,000 

16,530,000 
4,835,000 
6,578,000 

24,640,000 
9,844,000 

19,486,000 

Source: United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report, 1998 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1998), 174-175. 

In 1970,Third World cities contained 675 million people. That figure nearly 
tripled to 1.9 billion by the year 2000 and is expected to reach some 4 billion in 
2025.6 A recent U.N. study projects that the world population of towns and cities 
will surpass the rural population for the first time in 2008 and will increase from 
3.3 billion people in that year to 5 billion by 2030.7 There is some debate among 
demographers as to what proportion of the growth to this point has been caused 
by natural increases and what percentage has been the product of rural-to-urban 
migration. The evidence indicates that about half the urban population explo
sion has come from each of those two sources, with a higher proportion attrib
utable to migration in Africa and a greater percentage to natural increases in 
Asia.s As a consequence, the developing nations, not long ago predominantly 
rural, will soon be half urban and will be nearly 60 percent urban by 2030 (see 
Table 7.1). 

Latin America and the Caribbean are by far the most urbanized areas in 
the developing world (Table 7.1). In 2005, the portion of their total population 
living in cities (78 percent) was slightly larger than in the world's more devel
oped nations (Europe, North America, Oceana, and Japan). Today, Mexico City, 
with some 19 million people, is already the world's second largest metropoli
tan area. Sao Paulo, Brazil (4th largest), and Buenos Aires, Argentina (Sth), are 
not far behind." To be sure, poor Central American countries such as Honduras 
are still less than half urban, but more than 87 percent of Chile's national pop
ulation now live in cities (Table 7.2). 

With city dwellers now accounting for only about 40 percent of their popula
tions, Africa and Asia (Table 7.1,column 2) are considerably less urban than Latin 
America. At the same time, however, their cities have been growing far more 
rapidly since 1950, especially Africa's (last two columns). In 1960, Casablanca 
(Morocco) and Cairo (Egypt) were the only African cities with populations greater 
than 1million. Twenty-three years later,nine cities in the region exceeded that size.l" 
As Table 7.3 indicates, in many Sub-Saharan African metropoiises-e-such as Addis 
Ababa (Ethiopia) and Lagos (Nigeriai-s-populations continue to explode. Indeed, 
Lagos is expected to have a population of nearly 25 million by 2015, making it one 
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of the world's largest mega-city. In all, between 1950and 2005, African cities grew 
at an average annual rate of 4.29percent (Table 7.1), while Latin America-its most 
rapid rural-to-urban migration behind it-will see its annual urban growth rate fall 
from 3.31 percent (in the period 1950-2005) to only 1.35 percent in the coming 
25 years or so. Within each region, the proportion of people residing in cities varies 
considerably from country to country (Table 7.2). At one end of the spectrum, 
Ethiopia remained only 16percent urban in 2004. However, North African countries 
had much larger urban populations, including more than 40 percent of Egypt's 
national total. Moreover, some Sub-Saharan nations, including Nigeria, already
have substantial urban populations as well. 

Most of Asia's largest countries-including Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, 
and Thailand-are still at least two-thirds rural (China is close to that figure). 
Yet huge metropolitan areas such as Jakarta (Indonesia), Karachi (Pakistan), 
New Delhi, Mumbai-formerly Bombay-and Calcutta (the last three in India) 
now have populations exceeding 10 million. During the second half of the 
twentieth century, most of these urban giants leapfrogged past Paris, London, 
and Chicago. While the nation of Bangladesh is currently only about 20 to 
25 percent urban, the population of its mega-city, Dhaka, will have more than 
doubled between 1995 and 2015, reaching nearly 20 million people in the 
coming decade (Table 7.3). 

THE POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES OF URBAN GROWTH 

In fact, the Third World's enormous rate of urban growth since the middle of the 
twentieth century is not without precedent. According to one estimate, the pro
portion of the LDCs' total population living in cities grew from 16.7 percent in 
1950 to 28.0 percent in 1975 (and 42 percent in 2003). But, from 1875 to 1900, the 
West's urban population increased from 17.2 to 26.1percent, a percentage change 
of similar magnitude.11 What makes the current urban explosion unique, how
ever, is the sheer volume of people involved. The total population of the develop
ing world is much larger today than that of nineteenth-century Europe and 
North America. Thus, it is one thing for a nineteenth-century European city to 
grow from 80,000 to 400,000 people in a 25-year period. It is quite another for 
Seoul (South Korea) to mushroom from 1 million to nearly 7 million, for Kinshasa 
(Congo) to spiral from 400,000 to more than 2.5 million, or Lagos from 10 million 
to more than 25 million in the same number of years. Massive population shifts 
such as these obviously pose especially daunting challenges to urban housing, 
sanitation, education, and transportation needs. 

This chapter examines two important aspects of urban politics in the 
developing world. First, it looks at the problems that exploding urban popula
tions present to political leaders and government planners. Specifically, it asks 
how poor countries can provide city dwellers with needed jobs, housing, sani
tation, and other services, while also protecting them from crime. What is the 
government's role in those areas, and how do state policies interact with private 
sector activities and self-help efforts? Second, we examine the political attitudes 
and behavior of city dwellers in the LDCs, focusing particularly on the politics 
of the urban poor. To what extent do the inhabitants of urban shantytowns and 
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slums have political orientations that are distinct from both those of the rural 
poor and those of the urban middle and upper classes? Is rapid urbanization 
likely to contribute to political development, or does it carry the seeds of politi
cal instability? 

THE STRUGGLE FOR EMPLOYMENT 

Contemporary Third World urbanization differs from the West's earlier experi
ence not only in its magnitude but also in its economic context. The nineteenth
century urban revolution in Europe and North America occurred at the dawn 
of an era of unprecedented industrialization and economic growth. Modern 
capitalism was coming of age and could accommodate, indeed needed, the 
wave of migrant and immigrant laborers. By contrast, the economies of most 
contemporary LDCs have failed to provide sufficient employment to their 
growing urban work force. 

To be sure, many people do find jobs, and some low-income workers 
achieve impressive upward mobility. For example, one study of Howrah, an 
industrial city in West Bengal, found that "several hundred men who started 
with almost nothing now own factories large enough to employ twenty-five [or 
morel workers," placing them "among the richest people in the community."12 
We can find similar examples in much of the developing world. Still, these are 
exceptional cases. Many others have achieved success that is more limited. For 
most of the urban poor, however, economic survival remains an ongoing strug
gle. Even during Mexico's economic boom in the 1960s and 1970s, the country's 
expanding modern sector was able to provide regular employment for only 
about half the people seeking to enter the urban work force. The debt crisis and 
severe recession that gripped Africa and Latin America during the 1980s and 
parts of Asia in the late 1990s exacerbated the problem, as industrial employ
ment in many countries plummeted. Hyperinflation in many Sub-Saharan 
African countries has meant that even most regularly employed people do not 
have salaries or wages high enough to support their families. 

Most of those unable to find work in the formal sector of the urban econ
omy (factories, the civil service, modern commercial enterprises) and those 
whose formal-sector paychecks cannot feed or house their families have turned 
to the informal economy for employment. As noted in Chapter 5, that sector is 
defined as the part of the economy that is "unregulated by the institutions of 
society [most notably the state], in a legal and social environment in which sim
ilar activities are regulated" and taxed.P A large proportion of the workers in 
the informal economy are self-employed in occupations ranging from garbage 
recyclers to shoeshine boys, street vendors, mechanics, electricians, plumbers, 
and drivers of unlicensed taxis. 

Of course, informal sector activity is not limited to the developing 
world. In recent years, cities such as New York, Los Angeles, and Milan have 
seen substantial expansion in the number of unlicensed street vendors, 
underground sweatshops, and other illegal or unlicensed activities. In the 
Third World, however, the informal economy represents a far greater propor
tion of total urban employment. During the 1970s, for example, it constituted 
some 35 percent of the urban work force in Malaysia; 44 percent in Nairobi 
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(Kenya); 45 percent in Jakarta; and 60 percent in urban Peru.14 In many coun
tries, those percentages rose significantly because of the economic crises of 
the 1980s and late 1990s. 

In the vast garbage dumps of Cairo, hordes of entrepreneurs sift through 
the refuse looking to recycle marketable waste. At night, on the streets of Rio de 
Janeiro and Nairobi thousands of prostitutes search for customers. On the com
mercial boulevards of Manila (Philippines) and Mexico City, an army of street 
vendors sells food, household appliances, and bootleg DVDs. In Lagos and 
Lahore (Pakistan), shoemakers and carpenters, working out of their homes, sell 
their wares to appreciative clients. All belong to the informal economy. While 
outside observers once assumed that people working in this sector were partic
ularly impoverished, we now know that their earning power varies greatly and 
that some have higher incomes than the average factory worker. IS To cite one 
admittedly atypical example, during Nicaragua's runaway inflation in the 
1980s, street vendors selling Coca-Cola made more in a few hours than govern
ment white-collar employees earned in a week. A more representative study of 
Montevideo (Uruguay) found that laborers in the formal and informal sectors 
had comparable incomes.l" 

Social scientists have extensively debated the informal economy's merits 
and faults. Critics point out that its workers are not protected by minimum 
wage laws and lack access to government health and welfare programs. 
Proponents respond that the informal economy not only employs vast numbers 
of people who would otherwise have nothing, but also contributes a substan
tial proportion of the Third World's consumer goods and services. In a book 
that has been very influential in Latin American political circles, Peruvian 
author Hernando de Soto argues that Third World governments should cease 
trying to regulate and license the informal sector and instead allow it to flour
ish and expand.l" 

While the informal sector represents concrete small-scale efforts by the 
poor (and the "not so poor") to create employment, the government's involve
ment in the job market has usually been more indirect. Only in communist 
countries such as China and Cuba is the state a primary urban employer. 
Because they consider employment to be a fundamental worker's right, until 
recently many communist governments created as many jobs as necessary to 
achieve full, or nearly full, employment, no matter how economically ineffi
cient many of these jobs might be. Often they also restricted migration, pro
hibiting people from moving into cities unless they already had employment 
lined up (though these regulations have been ineffective in China as of late). 
Governments in capitalist LDCs, on the other hand, reject the role of "employer 
of last resort" and do not limit urban migration. They may occasionally insti
tute public works projects specifically designed to create employment, but such 
efforts are normally quite limited. 

Instead, nonsocialist, Third World governments primarily influence urban 
employment indirectly through their broader national macroeconomic policies." 
Ideally, wise government policies should stimulate economic growth and gen
erate new jobs. Two areas of economic policy particularly influence job cre
ation: industrialization strategy and the containment of inflation. Differences in 
government industrialization policies led to very different employment out
comes in Latin America and East Asia. 
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Starting as early as the 1930sand 1940s,some Latin American governments 
began stimulating economic development through import-substituting industri
alization (lSn.19 The governments of Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico, for example, 
created tariff walls against competing imports and offered fiscal stimuli to nour
ish local industries that produced consumer goods for the domestic market. 
Items such as clothing, appliances, and even automobiles, which had previously 
been imported, were largely manufactured locally instead. One of lSI's many 
goals was to create industrial employment for the urban working class. 
Consequently, from the 1940s into the 1970s, labor unions and industrialists, 
despite their differences on a host of other issues, united behind state policies 
supporting lSI. 

lSI created many comparatively well-paid blue-collar jobs, but their num
bers remained rather small relative to the vast army of unskilled laborers. 
Domestic markets simply were not large enough to generate a sufficient number 
of industrial jobs, and the region's highly protected industries, facing little exter
nal competition, had few economic incentives to improve product quality or 
manufacturing efficiency. Therefore, their products were unable to compete in 
the international market and exports lagged. By the late 1970s, Latin America's 
industrial economies began to stagnate (see Chapter 10). 

In contrast, East Asian governments in Hong Kong, Singapore, South 
Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, and Malaysia, which had first stimulated industrial
ization through import-substituting policies, soon lowered or removed protec
tive tariffs, forcing domestic manufacturers to compete with foreign imports. 
That competition forced firms to produce goods whose quality and price made 
them competitive, not only at home but also in the export market. Though the 
East Asian export-led model was initially based on the exploitation of a poorly 
paid work force, in many of the region's countries (including South Korea, 
Taiwan, and Singapore) labor-intensive industries eventually generated so 
large a demand for labor that they drove up local wage scales. More recently, 
Latin American countries such as Brazil, Chile, Colombia, and Mexico have 
sought to emulate East Asia's export-led model, with some success.P But, 
while these countries have increased their industrial exports considerably in 
the past 20 years, job creation has still lagged behind because Latin American 
export industries tend to be more capital-intensive and less labor-intensive. 

Beginning in the early 1980s, many LDCs faced the dual problems of ram
pant inflation and stagnant economic growth. Because solutions to each of 
those problems often conflicted, at least in the short run, governments had to 
decide which challenge to tackle first and how to confront it. Encouraged or 
pressured by the International Monetary Fund (lMF), the World Bank, and pri
vate lenders, many heavily indebted African and Latin American countries first 
adopted macroeconomic policies designed to slash inflation rates. To do so, 
they reduced (or tried to reduce) large budgetary and trade deficits by slashing 
government spending and public sector employment, devaluing the national 
currency, and privatizing state enterprises (selling them to private investors). In 
the late 1990s, East and Southeast Asian governments had to devalue their cur
rencies as well. 

Although stabilization and adjustment policies such as these may be bene
ficial in the long run (actually their record is somewhat mixed), they always drive 
unemployment up sharply in the short run. Moreover, while austerity programs 

in countries such as Argentina, Ghana, Morocco, and Peru have curtailed infla
tion, they generally have been slow or unable to reinvigorate employment. In the 
1990s, government economic adjustment policies in Thailand, Indonesia, and 
Malaysia caused substantial unemployment and declining living standards. 

Government policy also affects the urban employment market in yet 
another important way-expanding or contracting state bureaucracies and semi
autonomous, state-owned enterprises known as parastatals. Throughout Africa, 
government bureaucracies and parastatals have traditionally employed far more 
people than they needed. Ten people often do the work of six. They have been 
overstaffed for two important political reasons: they provide work for potentially 
volatile white- and blue-collar workers unable to find jobs in the weak private 
sector, and they are a source of patronage for government or political party sup
porters. For example, at the start of the 1990s, some 40 percent of all government 
employees in Sierra Leone were "ghosts," employees on the government payroll 
who never showed up for work. The government's inclination to hire an excessive 
number of bureaucrats, pervasive throughout the Third World, primarily benefits 
the urban middle class rather than the poor, who lack the necessary education 
for these positions. However, parastatals (including agricultural marketing 
operations, electric power plants, telephone companies, railroads, and other state 
business enterprises) employ both blue- and white-collar workers, thereby bene
fiting working-class and middle-class constituencies. 

In recent decades, the IMF and other international lenders have induced 
debt-ridden African governments to pare their payrolls substantially. As a 
result, in countries such as Ghana and Uganda, the government fired thou
sands of ghost employees." Austerity measures in Latin America also have 
required sharp cuts in government employment. In addition, the government 
sold many parastatals to private investors, who had no incentives to maintain 
unneeded workers. Following the sale of Mexico's state steel industry, for 
example, the new private owners laid off more than half the work force.22 

Thus, at least for the near future, the shrinking state sector will offer little 
relief for the growing number of urban job seekers. For decades, the expansion 
of labor-intensive industries in the private sector provided substantial private 
sector employment in East and Southeast Asia. However, the region's 1997 eco
nomic crisis led to widespread plant closings, In recent years, Asian economies 
have recovered. On the other hand, manufacturing in Latin America has often 
been more capital-intensive, generating fewer jobs. In Africa, where most 
economies performed rather poorly for decades (though many have been grow
ing nicely in recent years) and the size of the industrial sector has remained 
quite limited, the informal sector will continue providing a substantial propor
tion of urban employment. 

TIlE STRUGGLE FOR HOUSING AMONG 1lIE URBAN POOR 

• 
Of all the problems facing the urban poor, particularly the wave of new migrants, 
none is more serious than finding adequate housing. With many metropolitan 

i areas doubling in size every 10-25 years, private-sector housing cannot possibly 
expand fast enough to meet the need. Moreover, most of the new homes and

l.J··....•..... apartment houses built for private sale or rental are built for the middle and 
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upper classes, because low-income housing is not profitable enough to attract 
significant investment. At the same time, while many Third World governments 
have invested in public housing, little of that reaches the poor either. Therefore, 
lacking adequate options in the private or state sectors, a lot of the urban poor 
live in squatter settlements and other forms of "self-help" (occupant-built) hous
ing, collectively called "spontaneous shelter."23 Many others crowd into existing 
urban slums (decaying tenements). The poorest city dwellers, lacking even the 
resources to rent or build, are often homeless, residing in doorways, unused con
struction material, or the like. In Cairo, several hundred thousand people, with 
nowhere else to go, live amidst cemetery tombs.i" 

In all, the total number of slum dwellers (either living in squatter settle
ments or dilapidated older housing) and homeless persons account for close to 
half the population of Third World cities. UN data from earlier in the decade 
indicate that about 30 percent of the urban population in North Africa, Latin 
America, and the Caribbean live in slum (sub-standard) housing. That number 
rises to 57 percent in South Asia (including Bangladesh, India, Iran, and Pakistan) 
and 72 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa. Looking at individual nations, about 
40 percent of the urban population live in slums in Brazil, Egypt, and Turkey. In 
urban India the proportion of slum dwellers is about 55 percent. About 70-80 
percent of urban residents live in slums in Kenya, Pakistan, and Nigeria, 
while that figure jumps to 86 percent in Haiti and 98 percent in Afghanistanf 
Millions of the Third World's urban residents have no direct access to clean water 
or sanitation facilities. 

Today, the availability of basic urban services in low-income neighbor
hoods varies considerably from region to region. For example, a recent study of 
eight low-income neighborhoods in Latin America-in Rio de Janeiro and 
Aracajo (Brazil) as well as Santiago and Temuco (Chilel-e-found that nearly all 
of the inhabitants had running water and electricity. On the other hand, a paral
lel study of eight poor, African neighborhoods-in the cities of Abidjan and Man 
(both in Cote d'Ivoire) and Nairobi and Kisumu (Kenya)-revealed that almost 
all the residents had to buy their drinking water in cans (a minority had nearby 
wells, while virtually no families had tap water in their homes). Similarly, very 
few homes in any of the eight African neighborhoods had electricity, which was 
either unavailable or too expensive." In light of these glaring needs, developing 
nations frequently have sought appropriate state responses. 

Public Housing and the Role of the State 
Throughout the developing world, many governments have constructed public 
housing to alleviate housing shortages. In China, workers in state enterprises are 
assigned apartments linked to their employment. Cuba's revolutionary regime 
has built large apartment blocks housing 25,000 to 40,000 persons on the out
skirts of its largest cities.27 During Venezuela's petroleum boom, the govern
ment constructed as many as 34,000 urban housing units annually.P' In the 1960s 
and 1970s, various African governments established housing agencies with far 
more limited resources. One of the continent's most ambitious programs was in 
the Cote d'Ivoire, where some 40,000 units were constructed during the 1970s, 
almost all in the capital city of Abidjan. By the close of that decade, the Kenyan 
government was building more than 3,000 units annually.-? 
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In time, however, it has become clear that public housing cannot provide 
sufficient shelter for the poor, and, in some cases, it actually worsens their plight. 
In the capital cities of India, Senegal, and Nigeria, for example, many govern

,;, ment housing projects were designed to eradicate urban blight. Prior to their 
construction, "unsightly," low-income housing had been demolished, so that the 
city could become more aesthetically pleasing to the political elite, urban plan
ners, middle-class residents, and foreign tourists. However, rarely did the poor 
families who had been evicted from their homes subsequently secure residence 
in the newly constructed public housing projects built in their place. Even those 
who received alternate housing were usually relocated on the edges of town, far 
removed from their workplace. Diana Patel describes how Zimbabwe's govern
ment periodically ousted the same squatters from their settlements in different 
parts of the nation's capital, in effect "chasing them around town." Many gov
ernment planners, viewing these shacks through middle-class lenses, believed 
that unless the squatters could afford "decent" urban housing with plumbing 
and multiple rooms for their families, they would be better off returning to the 
countryside.F' 

In fact, most of the new public housing projects do not help the needy. In 
order for the government to recoup its construction costs, it must sell or rent the 
new housing units at higher rates than the urban poor can afford. Consequently, 
the state faces two options: it can subsidize rents and mortgages to bring their 
cost down to a level that the poor can afford, or it can rent or sell the dwellings 
to those who can better afford them, namely the middle class. 

Despite its obvious potential as a welfare benefit for the poor, subsidized 
housing has several drawbacks. First, it is simply too costly for most developing 
nations to sustain even if they would like to do so. For example, following the 
Cuban revolution, the government committed itself to various programs designed 
to serve workers and the poor-including public health, education, and housing. 
''Early housing policies reflected Fidel Castro's belief that nothing was too good 
for the working class."31 Housing projects such as Santiago's Jose Marti provided 
schools, day-care centers, theaters, clinics, and stores for its 40,000 inhabitants. 
However, by lavishing excessively "luxurious" housing on early recipients, the 
government soon ran out of funds for the many others needing shelter. Thus, the 
East Havana project, planned for 100,000 dwelling units, ultimately contained 
only 1,500.Even though the state lacked the resources to meet the country's hous
ing needs, it discouraged or prohibited private and self-help housing (i.e., units 
built by the owner) until recently.32 Not surprisingly, Cuba, like most Marxist 
regimes, has suffered chronic housing shortages.P 

Second, in many LDCs subsidized housing has become a political plum, 
with allocations based on the applicants' activism on behalf of the government 
or ruling party, rather than their need. Because political patronage plays such an 
important role, police officers, government bureaucrats, teachers, and activists 
in the ruling party are the first served.34 Consequently, residents in state hous
ing are generally middle class (or lower middle class). They not only can better 
afford the rents, which reduces the extent of government housing subsidies, but 
they also have the political influence to acquire this valuable resource. 

Singapore and Hong Kong are among the very few cities that have con
structed extensive low-income public housing. However, they are very atypical 
in two respects. First, because they are unusually densely populated and have 
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very little unused land on which to expand, high-rise projects are the only pos
sible means of housing large numbers of people. Second, the two cities are 
among the Third World's most affluent and, hence, can afford the cost of exten
sive subsidized housing. With the exception of the oil-rich Gulf States, other 
developing nations lack the budgetary resources to make a serious dent in their 
housing shortage. Consequently, most analysts feel that limited state funds 
would be more effective helping a larger number of beneficiaries in a less costly 
way. Macroeconomic policy changes have also lowered the scale of public hous
ing in recent decades, as many LOCs have introduced neoliberal economic poli
cies, which reduce the role of the state in society more broadly (see Chapter 10). 

Spontaneous Housing 

For years, many social scientists and urban planners have maintained that the 
most effective remedy for housing shortfalls in Third World cities is sponta
neous (or self-help) shelter-including the very shantytowns and squatter set
tlements that are so frequently viewed as a blight. In cities throughout the 
developing world, the poor have built their own homes, sometimes with hired 
or volunteer assistance. While living in these dwellings, many proprietors, par
ticularly in Africa, also rent space to tenants. In some cases, the owners are 
squatters, living on land that has been occupied illegally, though often with the 
compliance of government authorities.P Others, residing in so-called "pirate 
settlements," have purchased their lots from land speculators but lack owner
ship titles because their community does not conform to government zoning 
requirements.I" 

Spontaneous housing settlements range in size from a few isolated homes 
to communities of many thousands. For example, on the dried-up marshlands 
outside Mexico City, the municipality of Netzahuak6yotl began as a pirate set
tlement in the 1940s. By 1970 it housed 600,000 people.37 An organized protest 
eventually persuaded the government to provide badly needed urban services 
and grant the squatters legal title to their homes. Elsewhere, up to 40 percent of 
Nairobi's population and one-fourth to one-third of the inhabitants of Jakarta, 
Karachi, and Lima live in squatter settlements-" These homes, argued John F. 
e. Turner, have erroneously been viewed as a problem, when, in fact, they are 
a major part of the solution to urban housing needs.I" Rather than building 
public housing, he insisted, Third World governments can serve many more 
people by removing legal and political obstacles to spontaneous housing settle
ments and helping their residents upgrade the dwellings they have built. 

Self-built homes have several important advantages over public hous
ing.4o First, they actually serve the poor, whereas most public housing does not. 
Second, they afford occupants the opportunity to upgrade their homes contin
uously. For example, in Lima's vast network of shantytowns, one can observe 
many wood and straw shacks whose owners are building brick walls around 
them, slowly constructing a better home as funds become available. Third, pre
cisely because they are self-built, these homes better address the needs and 
desires of their owners than do units built by government planners. Finally, 
squatter settlements have the "churches, bars, and neighborhood stores that 
help create a sense of community" that is too often lacking in large, impersonal 
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public housing projects.f Given these advantages, proponents of spontaneous 
housing argue that the state's most constructive role would be to stop evicting 
illegal squatters and grant them land titles and other assistance needed to 
improve their homes. In 2003, Brazil's reformist government announced plans 
to give several million urban squatters title to their homes. Proponents of the 
plan expect that it will give millions of families greater access to utilities, mail 
delivery, and credit. Many obstacles, however, including problems of compet
ing ownership claims, remain to be ironed out.42 

Sites-and-Services Programs 

Other analysts who favored a more active role for the state viewed the Turner 
thesis as a convenient excuse for governments that did not wish to spend much 
on the poor. Championing self-help housing, charged these critics, merely per
petuated the status quo, and allowed the state to direct its limited housing 
resources toward the middle class.f 

Ultimately, however, many Third World governments, the World Bank, 
and other foreign aid donors have pursued a middle ground between provid
ing expensive, fully built public housing units and a laissez faire policy that 
leaves the government with little role to play. In countries as diverse as 
Colombia, India, Malawi, and Turkey, the state has sold or rented parcels of 
land to the poor with basic services such as running water, sewage, and elec
tricity. Buyers then build their own homes on the sites as they do with sponta
neous housing. In some cases, governments provide credit, technical assistance, 
or low-cost construction materials.v' 

These "sites-and-services" programs have several obvious advantages. 
First, they allow the government to steer self-built housing to locations that are 
safer and more environmentally sound. By contrast, unregulated spontaneous 
shelters in Caracas illustrate the dangers of unzoned squatter settlements. There, 
more than half a million people live on precarious hillsides in shacks that are 
sometimes washed away during the rainy season by mudslides. Second, in con
trast to many sprawling squatter communities, inhabitants of sites-and-services 
settlements have electricity, sanitation, and other basic services from the outset. 
Furthermore, although occupants must purchase their sites, the lots are far more 
affordable than are fully built, state housing units. 

Critics of sites-and-services programs concede that the communities devel
oped on those sites are generally healthier, safer, and more aesthetically pleas
ing than spontaneous shelter, but they point out that they still fail to help the 
very poor, who cannot afford even these lots. In addition, they charge that these 
programs draw away the most talented and successful residents of existing 
slums and shantytowns, thereby leaving the older communities bereft of leader
ship. Moreover, they note that governments tend to locate sites-and-services 
projects in remote areas of town in order to remove the poor from downtown 
business areas. Consequently, their inhabitants live far from their jobs and from 
important urban facilities.45 

Such criticisms notwithstanding, we have seen that sites-and-services pro
grams have some clear advantages over unaided spontaneous shelters and 
clearly benefit the poor more than fully built public housing does. Unfortunately, 
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these programs often have not been self-financing (i.e., government income from 
the rent or sale of lots has not covered costs). Consequently, during the periodic 
economic crises that LDCs have faced over the years, many governments have 
abandoned them, once again leaving the poor to fend for themselves. Finally, in 
time, both sites-and-services programs and unregulated squatter settlements 
have faced a growing obstacle-because of increasing urban sprawl, cities have 
ever-diminishing space for any type of self-built housing.t" 

mE STRUGGLE AGAINST URBAN CRIME 

Escalating levels of crime have been a problem in many Latin American and 
African urban centers, though East Asia's major cities are generally safer than 
cities of comparable size in the United States. 47 In cities such as Rio de Janeiro 
and Nairobi, large, well-armed youth gangs escalate the level of violence. For 
example, in Nairobi's massive Mathare slum (housing some 500,000 people), a 
recent war between two ethnically (tribally) based gangs resulted in 10 deaths 
and 600 homes burned to the ground in a period of five days. Thousands of fam
ilies fled Mathare, seeking shelter in makeshift refugee camps in other parts of 
Nairobi.f'' Thus, crime is more than a personal concern. It has become an impor
tant political issue in a number of LDCs, with periodic mass demonstrations 
demanding more effective government measures against robbery and violent 
crime. Just as in the United States and other industrialized nations, the origins 
of criminal activity lie, in large part, in poverty, discrimination, income inequal
ity, inadequate schools, and broken families. Its victims come from all social 
classes-poor, middle class, and, less frequently, the rich. However, throughout 
the world, the urban poor represent a disproportionate percentage of the perpe
trators and the victims of crime. The confluence of poverty, inequality, and social 
decay helps explain why violent crime rates in Africa and Latin America are 
generally much higher than in economically developed nations. 

Nevertheless, many countries and regions do not fit that pattern. For exam
ple, the rates of homicide and rape (per capita) are a good deal higher in the 
United States than in most other highly developed countries (including Canada, 
Japan, and Western Europe) and even exceed the rates in such Third World coun
tries as South Korea, Indonesia, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore, Tunisia, and 
Kuwait. Conversely, despite the considerable poverty in much of Asia, violent 
crime rates for many countries in that continent are not only substantially lower 
than in the United States, but often even lower than in Western Europe.t" Indeed, 
the United States has a homicide rate about five times as high as Indonesia's, four 
times as high as Tunisia's, and two to three times as high as South Korea's and 
Chile's.50 One possible explanation for these anomalies is that income inequality 
seems to be as much or more a factor in promoting crime as is the absolute rate of 
poverty. Countries such as the United States, South Africa, and Brazil-with par
ticularly high levels of income inequality-tend to have higher violent crime 
rates than other countries with comparable or lower per capita incomes but 
lower inequality.

In general, however, African and Latin American countries (often both 
poor and unequal) tend to suffer from very high crime rates, particularly in their 
urban centers. South Africa, with one of the world's more inequitable income 

distributions (a vestige of its apartheid past), currently has the world's second high
est homicide rate (behind Colombia) and the highest level of rape. 51 Rio de Janeiro 
is among the world's leaders in robbery and sexual assaults, while Bogota, 
Kingston (Iamaica), Kampala (Uganda), and Gaborone (Botswana) all suffer from 
exceptionally high levels of violent crime. Of course, crime rates within each 
continent and region vary considerably from country to country However, the 
variation is greatest within Latin America and the Caribbean. Thus, Colombia, 
Venezuela, Jamaica, and Mexico have some of the world's highest murder rates 
(ranging from three to fourteen times the U.S. level). At the same time, however, 
Argentina (at least until recently), Chile, Costa Rica, Cuba, and Uruguay have rel
atively moderate homicide rates.52 

Cross-national comparisons of homicide rates are informative, but should 
be used with caution. For example, in some Muslim countries, so-called "honor 
killings" (murders committed by male family members against women rela
tives whose relationships with unapproved outsiders have allegedly dishon
ored the family) are legal or unofficially accepted and, therefore, not included 
in the homicide statistics (see Chapter 5). At the same time, industrialized 
nations have far superior medical facilities (including trauma centers), so that 
many victims who die in countries such as Brazil survive in American or French 
hospitals and do not add to the murder rate. In general, the homicide statistics 
released by groups such as the United Nations are fairly consistent with each 
other (e.g., all data sources agree that Colombia and Mexico have high murder 
rates, while Saudi Arabia and Indonesia have low rates). Nevertheless, minor 
disparities between individual countries, such as Portugal and Malaysia, may 
merely result from data-gathering issues rather than real differences. Table 7.4 
offers a different means of measuring and comparing crime rates. During the 
1990s, researchers conducted surveys in cities located in the major regions of 
the world. Rather than accepting official crime statistics, the study asked 
respondents whether they had been a victim of crime in the previous five years. 
The table reflects the percentage of the urban population that claimed to have 
been victimized during that period. The last column indicates the percentage of 

TABLE 7.4 Percentage of the Urban Population Victimized by Crime 
within the Previous Five Years 

Region 
Victims of Violent Crimes" 

(Other than Homicide) 
Victims of All Crimes (Other 

than Homicide) 

Western Europe 
North America 
South America 
Asia 
Africa 

15% 
20 
31 
11 
33 

60% 
65 
68 
44 
76 

"Rape, assault, muggings, grievous bodily harm. These data were generated by interviews of vic
tims and nonvictims. Obviously murder victims could not be interviewed and, hence, homicides 
could not be included. 

Source: Franz Vanderschueren, "From Violence to Security and Justice in Cities," Environment and 
Urbanization, vol. 8, no.1 (April, 1996), 94. 
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the population that had been a victim of any kind of crime. The first data col
umn indicates what percentage of the respondents had suffered violent crimes. 
Note that these figures do not include homicide because the data were obtained 
through interviews, and existing survey techniques do not enable us to inter
view murder victims. 

Table 7.4 reveals that, as indicated by our prior discussion, crime rates are 
much lower in Asia than in any other region. "Only" 44 percent of all respon
dents had been crime victims in the previous five years, considerably lower 
than the 65 percent in North America and 76 percent in Africa. Violent crimes 
were also far less common in Asia, with only 11 percent of the population vic
timized, about half the rate in North America and one-third the level of South 
America and Africa. Europe was the next safest region, with South America 
and Africa suffering the highest rates of violent crime. ~ 

In addition to normal criminal activity, residents of many cities must deal ~ 
with "government crime" in the form of corruption. In many Mexican cities, for 
example, the police will not respond to a homeowner's report of a burglary 
unless he or she has previously paid the local police officer a small monthly 
bribe for protection. In polls conducted during the late 1990s, only 0.1 percent 
of British residents (one in a thousand) and 0.2 percent of Americans responded 
that they had been asked to pay a bribe to a government official (including 
police) during that year or expected to be asked to pay one before the end 
of the year. That proportion increased to 19.5 percent in Kampala (Uganda), 
29.9 percent in Jakarta (Indonesia), and 59.1 percent in Tirana (Albania).53 The 
situation is even more precarious when police are closely linked to violent 
criminal activities. In 2004, hundreds of thousands marched in Buenos Aires 
(Argentina) and Mexico City to protest extensive police involvement in their 
cities' alarmingly high (and rising) rates of kidnapping. In Buenos Aires, the 
extent of criminal activity by the police is so great that it resisted the best efforts 
of reformist President Nestor Kirchner to clean it up. As one Argentine sociol
ogist has explained: 

Each division [of the BuenosAires police department] dedicates itself to the area 
of crime that it is supposed to be fighting. The robbery division steals and robs, 
the narcoticsdivision trafficsdrugs, auto theft controls the stealing of cars and the 
chop shops, and those in fraud and bunko, defraud and swindle.P 

All too sadly, the same can be said of police forces in many other Third World 
capitals. Rampant crime and, especially, widespread police corruption not only 
threaten the security of all city dwellers (regardless of economic status) but 
undermine the government's legitimacy. 

TIlE POliTICS OF TIlE URBAN POOR: CONFliCTING IMAGES 

How do the urban poor react politically to their daily struggle for jobs, shelter, 
and personal safety? Their political attitudes and behavior, like those of the 
peasantry, have been depicted in sharply conflicting ways.5S When political sci
entists and sociologists first noted the flood of cityward migration and urban 
growth in the developing countries, many viewed the sprawling slums and 

squatter settlements as potential hotbeds of unrest or revolution. In one of the 
most influential early works on Third World politics, James Coleman warned 
that, "there exist in most urban centers elements predisposed to anomie activ
ity."S6 Samuel Huntington maintained that the first generation of urban 
migrants was unlikely to challenge the existing order, but their children often 
would: "At some point, the slums [and shantytowns] of Rio and Lima are likely 
to be swept by social violence, as the children of the city demand the rewards 
of the city."s7 And economist Barbara Ward, taking note of shantytown poverty 
and the rise of radical urban movements, insisted that "unchecked left to grow 
and fester, there is here enough explosive material to produce ... bitter class 
conflict ... erupting in guerrilla warfare, and threatening, ultimately, the secu
rity even of the comfortable West."S8 

As we will see, the urban poor have, indeed, contributed to several recent 
Third World revolutions. In addition, rioting over food prices and bus fares has 
shaken such cities as Algiers, Amman (Jordan), Cairo, Caracas, Lima, and Santo 
Domingo (Dominican Republic). Nonetheless, the urban conflagrations that 
many had expected have been rare. For the most part, the poor have shunned 
violence. Indeed, they have been as likely to vote for right-wing or centrist 
political candidates as for radicals. Initial expectations of a violent or radical
ized urban lower class were based largely on erroneous premises. To be sure, 
many urban migrants came to the cities with raised expectations and height
ened political sensitivities. Nevertheless, horrendous as the slums of Cairo, 
Calcutta, or Karachi may appear to the Western observer, migrants often find 
them preferable to their previous dwellings in the countrysida, In fact, the 
urban poor are far more likely than their rural counterparts to enjoy electricity, 
sewage, tap water, and nearby schools. In many countries, urban migration 
provides an escape from semi-feudal social controls or ethnic civil war. Small 
wonder that surveys of migrants to Ankara, Baghdad, Bogota, Mexico City, Rio 
de Janeiro, and other cities have indicated that most respondents feel better 
off in their urban hovels than they had in their rural villages.s9 A study of 
13 low-income neighborhoods in Bogota, Valencia (Venezuela), and Mexico 
City revealed that between 64 and 76 percent of those surveyed believed that 
their settlement was "a good place to live," while only 11-31 percent felt they 
lived in a "bad place."60 Undoubtedly, severe economic recession since the early 
1980s, which sharply lowered urban living standards in Africa, Latin America, 
and parts of Asia, gave the urban poor a more jaundiced view of their condition. 
Yet survey research in Latin America has usually indicated that even when the 
urban poor do not feel their own lives have improved, most remain optimistic 
about the future and about prospects for their children.f! 

When early expectations of urban radicalism and violence generally 
failed to materialize, some scholars jumped to opposite conclusions. For exam
ple, based on his studies of low-income neighborhoods in Mexico and Puerto 
Rico, anthropologist Oscar Lewis concluded that most of the urban poor 
are prisoners of a "culture of poverty." Lewis described a sub-proletariat that 
lacks class consciousness, economic and political organization, or long-term 
aspirations. While distrustful of government, they feel powerless and fatalis
tic about effecting change. The culture of poverty, Lewis argued, is inher
ently apolitical and, hence, quite unlikely to generate radical or revolutionary
activity.62 
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A related body of literature described the urban poor as "marginal"--{)ut
side the mainstream of the nation's political and economic life. Consequently, 
many analysts perceived a vicious cycle in which the exclusion of the poor 
increases their political apathy, which, in turn, isolates them further. They 
demonstrate a "lack of active participation due to the fact that ... marginal 
groups make no decisions; they do not contribute to the molding of society."63 
Like the victims of Lewis's culture of poverty, marginals allegedly show little 
class consciousness or capacity for long-term collective action. 

While it may be true that many poor city dwellers feel incapable of 
advancing their lives or influencing the political and economic systems--{)ften 
with good reason-survey research suggests that they do not necessarily suffer 
from the apathy or helplessness that scholars such as Lewis ascribed to them. 
Levels of fatalism and optimism undoubtedly vary from place to place and from 
time to time, depending on both the community's cultural values and its socio
economic experiences. That is, those living in a country that has been enjoying 
rapid economic growth, some of which has percolated down to the urban poor, 
should logically be more optimistic about the future than are those in stagnant 
or inequitable economies. When poor urbanites in Cote d'Ivoire and Kenya
two low-income African countries-were asked whether they believed that 
"when a person is born, the success he/she is going to have is already decided" 
(an obvious measure of fatalism), nearly 60 percent of them strongly agreed and 
an additional 11 percent agreed somewhat. In Brazil, a much more economically 
developed country with one of the world's most unequal income distributions, 
only about 15 percent strongly agreed, but some 30 percent agreed somewhat. 
Finally, in Chile, which has experienced the most rapid economic growth in 
Latin America since the start of the 1990s and has enjoyed a sharp decline in 
urban poverty, a mere 4 percent of the respondents strongly agreed while only 
15 percent agreed somewhat.P? In short, the level of fatalism or optimism among 
the urban poor varies considerably across nations and seems to correspond to 
objective economic conditions more than to any culturally embedded values. 

Just as initial predictions of radicalism and political violence among the 
urban lower class have turned out to be greatly exaggerated, so too have asser
tions that the poor are invariably apathetic and fatalistic. To be sure, most low
income communities are not highly politicized. In his study of the poor in 
Guatemala City, Bryan R. Roberts found that "they claim to avoid politics in 
their local work, and to them the term 'politician' is synonymous with deceit 
and corruption."65 Such perceptions are not the result of apathy or fatalism, 
however, but stem rather from the realistically "perceived impracticality of 
changing the existing order" in most Third World countries and, in some cases, 
such as Guatemala, from a repressive political climate.P" On the other hand, 
when given the opportunity to organize (i.e., when their political activity is not 
repressed) and when there is a realistic chance of attaining some benefits from 
the political system, many low-income communities have seized the opportu
nity. Studies of Caracas, Lima, and Rio, for example, have described a number 
of poor neighborhoods with extensive political cooperation and organization. 
Moreover, their community leaders often have a keen sense of how to manipu
late the political system. 

In time, social scientists came to question the concepts of marginality and the 
culture of poverty/" In the previously mentioned survey of poor neighborhoods 
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in four African cities (in Cote d'Ivoire and Kenya) and four Latin American cities 
(in Brazil and Chile), political attitudes, levels of political interest, and political 
knowledge varied considerably. In all four countries, a majority of the people sur
veyed responded that they were not interested in politics. The portion of those 
expressing "no interest" ranged from 51 percent in Brazil to 62 and 63 percent in 
Cote d'Ivoire and Chile.68 The Chilean figures are noteworthy since 25-30 years 
earlier the shantytowns of Chile's largest cities were among the most politicized 
and radicalized in the world. However, 17 years of repressive military dictator
ship, during which many left-wing political activists were jailed or killed, had 
caused many Chileans to disengage from politics. 

Yet, despite their professed disinterest, many of the urban poor in these 
four countries were rather well informed and communicative about politics. In 
Chile, Cote d'Ivoire, and Kenya roughly half of them reported talking occasion
ally with other people "about the problems which [their] country has to face 
today."69 That proportion rose to almost two-thirds in Brazil. Moreover, about 
half of those surveyed in Chile and Cote d'Ivoire claimed that they regularly 
followed political news. In Brazil and Kenya, that portion fell to about one
third. When asked to name important government leaders, respondents were 
generally quite knowledgeable. In all four nations, most people were able to 
name the president of their country (ranging from 69 percent in Brazil to 94 and 
96 percent in Kenya and Chile). Moreover, about half the respondents in Chile 
and Kenya, and two-thirds in Brazil and Cote d'Ivoire could also name the 
mayor of their town. Most impressively, more than 70 percent of the poor 
Kenyans and Ivorians could name the president of at least one other African 
country, while almost half the Chileans could name the president of another 
Latin American country (Brazilians were less knowledgeable). One suspects 
that these figures exceed the percentage of Americans who can name the pres
ident of Mexico or the prime minister of Canada. In short, these low-income 
city dwellers seemed to have a greater interest in politics than they were will
ing to admit. On the other hand, perhaps, the question regarding their level of 
political interest had a different meaning to them than it did to the people con
ducting the survey. 

On the negative side of the ledger, in all four countries the urban poor 
tended to take a rather dim view of their political system and their elected repre
sentatives. More than 80 percent of those surveyed in each of the four countries 
believed, that "those we elect to parliament lose touch with people pretty 
quickly," with that number reaching 94 percent in Chile. When asked whether 
they believed that "public officials care what people like me think," a significant 
majority in all of the eight cities said "no." The number who believed that public 
officials do care ranged from a low of 15 percent in Chile to a high of 40 percent 
in Cote d'Ivoire. Perhaps most surprisingly, Ivorians, living in a country that was 
not democratic, were most positive about their public officials (the poll took place 
prior to the outbreak of that country's bloody civil war). On the other hand, 
Chileans, who live in the most democratic and politically responsive of the four 
nations, were least likely by far to believe that their government officials care 
about them and were also least likely to believe that their parliamentary repre
sentative keeps in touch with their low-income constituents. Perhaps Chileans 
had harbored unrealistically high expectations of their new political leaders 
since the time democracy was restored in 1990,ending General Pinochet's 17-year 
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dictatorship. Another important factor may be that Chilean parties, renowned 
prior to the dictatorship for their strong linkages to the lower classes, have 
become more elitist and distant after the return of democracy. 

Thus, even that limited sample of Third World cities reveals a wide variety 
of political attitudes among the urban poor. Similarly, while the poor neighbor
hoods of, say, Santiago in 1973 or Tehran (Iran) in 1979 may have boiled with 
unrest, the same neighborhoods may be tranquil or even passive years later. 
Clearly, a more nuanced view of Third World urban politics requires us to ask: 
Under what circumstances do the poor organize politically? What goals do they 
seek, and how do they pursue them? What factors determine whether their 
political organization is peaceful or violent, conservative or radical, reformist or 
revolutionary? 

FORMS OF POUTICAL EXPRESSION AMONG 
THE URBAN POOR 

Political scientists have long understood that the urban poor tend to be more 
politically informed and more politically active than their rural counterparts are. 
Indeed, early scholarship on the Third World used a nation's level of urbaniza
tion as an indirect indicator of its level of political participation.7° Lower-income 
city residents have higher levels of literacy than peasants do, greater exposure 
to the mass media, and more contact with political campaigns and rallies. This 
does not mean, however, that most of them are highly politicized. To the con
trary, many of them are indifferent, apathetic, or even fatalistic about political 
events.71 Nor does it even mean that political activists in the community are nec
essarily radical, indignant about economic conditions, or prone to violent 
protest. What it does mean is that the urban poor generally vote in higher num
bers than the peasantry. Furthermore, it means that many low-income neighbor
hoods carefully calculate what benefits they can secure from the political system 
and then organize to secure them. Contrary to initial expectations that the dis
oriented and frustrated urban poor would riot and rebel, they have tended, 
instead, to be rather pragmatic and careful in their political behavior. 

Individual Political Behavior 
For most slum and shantytown dwellers, opportunities for individual political 
activity are rather restricted. Until recently, voting has had a limited political 
impact in most developing nations. Even with the impressive spread of Third 
World democracy during the past decades, most countries in Africa and the 
Middle East, and many in Asia, are still dominated by a single party, with 
manipulated elections. Moreover, while candidates in Third World electoral 
democracies may court the votes of the urban poor, those voters are often for
gotten between elections. 

An alternative, often more fruitful, type of individual political activity takes 
the form of clientelism. As many observers have noted, members of the urban 
lower class often seek to advance their interests by attaching themselves to a 
patron, within the government, or an influential political party, or an organized 
movement.P Clientelism (patron-client relationships) involves "the dispensing 
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of public resources as favors by political power holders/seekers and their respec
tive parties, in exchange for votes or other forms of popular support."73 While 
offering concrete advantages to the less-powerful partner (the client), clientelism 
is at its heart "a strategy of elite-controlled political participation fostering the 
status quo."74Among the urban poor, potentially frustrated or radicalized indi
viduals and groups are often co-opted into the political system with the lure of
immediate, though limited, gains. 

Of course, patron-client relations were also typical tools of American urban 
political machines in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Political 
parties aided recently arrived immigrants or, less frequently, African-American 
migrants from the South by offering them help in the form of jobs, Christmas 
turkeys, or assistance with local authorities, all in exchange for their support at 
the polls. Today, in countries throughout the Third World, the poor use clientelis
tic relations with such patrons to secure credit, government employment, and 
other economic goods from governing political parties or local politicians. Even 
in electoral democracies, such as India, Uruguay, and the Philippines, political 
bosses garner votes and volunteers largely through patronage. 

For most of the urban poor, however, collective rather than individual 
activity appears to be the most productive form of political participation. Many 
low-income neighborhoods have organized rather effectively to extract benefits 
from the political system. Often, one of their first goals is to secure land titles 
for their homes along with basic services such as sanitation, sewage, tap water, 
schools, and paved streets. 

Collective Goals: Housing and Urban Services 

On the outskirts of Lima, Peru, several million people live in squatter commu
nities. Originally, these settlements were born out of organized invasions of 
unoccupied land-either government property or land whose ownership had 
been in dispute: 

Someinvasions involve relativelysmall groups of families who cooperate on an 
informalbasisshortly before the occupationof the land. Others involvehundreds 
of families and are planned with great care. The leaders of these invasions often 
organizewellbeforethe invasionoccursand meet many timesto recruitmembers, 
choose a site, and plan the occupationitself.75 

Although these land seizures were obviously illegal, David Collier found that 
nearly half of the oldest ones were conducted with explicit or tacit government 
approvalf While the authorities did not want this phenomenon to get out of 
hand, they understood that permitting a controlled number of invasions onto 
low-value land (much of it public) enabled the poor to build their own homes 
with little cost to the state and defused a potentially explosive situation. There 
were political benefits to be gained as well. By protecting the invaders from 
police eviction, a political leader or a party could garner future electoral sup
port from that community. In many cases, squatters paid off local authorities 
prior to their invasions. 

When Peru's leftist military regime seized power, it was anxious to mobilize 
the urban poor but, at the same time, to reduce spontaneous grass-roots political 
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activity The generals issued an urban reform law legalizing most existing squat
ter communities. They tried to mobilize, yet control, the poor through SINAMOS, 
a state-controlled political organization for the rural and urban masses. However, 
they also took a tougher stance against new land invasions. Henry Dietz's study 
of six poor neighborhoods in Lima demonstrates that community leaders in sev
erallocations were quite adept at moving from Peru's earlier competitive electoral 
politics to the new rules of enlightened authoritarianism.77 Mobilized neighbor
hoods used an impressive array of tactics to secure assistance from the military 
regime. These included working through SINAMOS, enlisting the aid of a sympa
thetic Catholic bishop whom the church had assigned to the shantytowns, gain
ing the support of foreign nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), publishing 
letters in major newspapers, pressuring local government bureaucrats, and 
directly petitioning the president. 

Lima's squatter settlements have long attracted scholarly interest because 
of their unusually high level of political activity. Still, research elsewhere in 
Latin America has found similar ties between poor neighborhoods and the 
state?8 For example, in her study of low-income neighborhoods in Mexico City, 
Susan Eckstein described how community leaders tied themselves to the then
ruling party (the PRJ) and became the links between the government and the 
grass roots. Because these community organizations were controlled from the 
top down and tended to be short-lived, Eckstein was skeptical about how much 
the poor really gained by operating through Mexico's clientelistic system. Still, 
she conceded that, over the years, poor neighborhoods had successfully peti
tioned the government for such benefits as running water, electricity, local food 
markets, schools, and public transportation.Y Following the National Action 
Party's presidential victory in 2000 and Mexico's transition to democracy, many 
low-income neighborhoods have been forced to establish new clientelistic 
relationships. 

The politics of low-income neighborhoods throughout the developing 
world tends to resemble Peru's and Mexico's in two important respects: the 
scope of each group's claims and its relationship to the national political sys
tem. Studies of urban politics in India, Pakistan, the Philippines, and other 
LDCs find that the demands of the poor are usually limited and pragmatic.s" 
At times the goals are just defensive, for example, merely trying to avoid 
eviction from illegal settlements. Their political objectives frequently focus on 
housing. However, as John Turner suggested, urban squatters rarely want the 
government to build homes for them, desiring only the means to do it them
selves/" Some neighborhoods may ask for a medical clinic, a market, or a 
preschool lunch program. None of these objectives, however, involves a funda
mental challenge to the political system or a major redistribution of economic 
resources. 

These limited demands are intimately related to the nature of political 
organization in low-income neighborhoods. Patron-elient links to the state, 
powerful political parties, or political bosses filter political inputs from the 
poor. Political organizations among the urban poor are often based in particu
lar neighborhoods; or they may be tied to ethnic, religious, or racial identities; 
or they may simply be formed around powerful political figures. In the slums 
of Madras, India, where politics is closely linked to the film industry, clientelis
tic organizations grow out of local fan clubs for politically active movie stars.S2 
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Whatever its base, patron-elient politics inherently reinforces the status quo. In 
return for votes or other forms of political support, the state or political party 
delivers some of the goods or services that residents need. In many cases, a 
neighborhood's rewards are very paltry. Elsewhere, political systems are far 
more generous. In either case, however, the state or local political bosses engage 
in "divide and rule" politics, as poor urban districts compete with each other 
for limited government resources.S3 

Critics of clientelistic politics stress the limits of the benefits gained by poor 
neighborhoods. While some communities get water, electricity, or medical clin
ics, many others are left out. Moreover, even successful neighborhoods find it 
difficult to maintain pressure on the system for an extended period because their 
political organizations generally atrophy after a number of years. Consequently, 
as Alan Gilbert and Peter Ward charge, "The [the government's) main aim [in 
supportingJ community-action programs is less to improve conditions for the 
poor ... than to legitimate the state ... to help maintain existing power relations 
in society."84As an alternative to clientelism, its critics favor a more independ
ent, and perhaps more radical, form of mobilization that would raise the urban 
poor's political consciousness and lead to more sweeping redistributive policies 
benefiting far more people. 

Other analysts, however, hold a more positive view of clientelism. While 
recognizing its shortcomings, they insist that the benefits that it brings are clearly 
better than nothing. Viewed in the broader context of society's tremendous 
inequalities, paved streets, clean drinking water, a clinic, or a food market may 
not seem like sufficient improvements to some outside observers. Nevertheless, 
the low-income neighborhoods that receive them appreciate their value. A radi
cal regime might redistribute more to the poor, but, particularly today, that is
nonnally not a viable option.85 

The benefits of clientelism vary from country to country, depending on the 
nature of the political system and the health of the economy. In relatively open 
and democratic systems, the poor have broader opportunities to organize, 
demonstrate, petition, and vote. Clearly, their capacity to demand rewards from 
the state is usually greater than under authoritarian regimes. At the same time, 
the benefits clientelistic systems can allocate to low-income neighborhoods are 
also constrained by the state's economic resources. During their petroleum 
booms, the Mexican and Venezuelan governments could be more generous to 
the urban poor. Even in more difficult economic times, the Mexican government 
has used revenues from the sale of state enterprises to finance public works proj
ects in urban slums. Currently, Venezuela's petroleum wealth enables Hugo 
Chavez to finance extensive anti-poverty programs, which have helped him 
build strong support among the urban poor. Conversely, the remaining dictator
ships in Sub-Saharan Africa, such as Zimbabwe, have neither the economic 
resources nor the political will to aid their impoverished urban neighborhoods. 

During the 1980s, a number of independent, grass-roots organizations 
emerged in the poor neighborhoods of Brazil, Chile, Mexico, and other Latin 
American countries. Known as "new social movements," they avoided clientelis
tic linkages with the government or political parties, keeping independent even 
of leftist parties. For example, following Mexico City's immense earthquake in 
1985,slum dwellers, frustrated by the ineptitude of the government's reconstruc
tion efforts, formed an effective network of self-help associations. In Monterrey, 

jackiekruse
Highlight



218 Chapter 7 

radicalized squatters in the community of Tierra y Libertad (Land and Liberty) 
hijacked several buses, forcing the public transport company to extend its routes 
further into their neighborhood.f" Ultimately, however, these independent move
ments had limited life spans. By the 1990s, they were overshadowed by President 
Carlos Salinas's public works network for low-income neighborhoods known as 
the National Solidarity Program. Using traditional clientelistic techniques, his 
administration won the support of many poor neighborhoods by establishing 
new schools, clinics, and the like through government-affiliated groups. When 
the Mexican economy plummeted after Salinas left office, those programs were 
cut back. 

Whatever the merits or limits of clientelism, its scope and range refute 
prior assumptions about the politics of the urban poor. On the one hand, the 
sometimes delicate and complex patron-elient negotiations that they fre
quently involve demonstrate that many low-income neighborhood leaders are 
more politically skilled than some outside analysts had believed. While many 
of the urban poor suffer from fatalism and excessive individualism, others are 
capable of sophisticated political organization and tough bargaining with the 
state or political parties. On the other hand, the poor rarely engage in the kind 
of revolutionary activity, violent upheavals, or radical politics that some politi
cal scientists had expected. During the 1980s and early 1990s, when living stan
dards declined precipitously in much of the Third World, there was some 
increase in protest activity.87 Nevertheless, the extent of rioting and social unrest 
remained surprisingly limited. Similarly, the slums of Bangkok and Kuala 
Lumpur (Malaysia) have remained politically peaceful despite East Asia's recent 
financial crisis. To be sure, Indonesia's economic slide produced Widespread 
urban rioting that helped topple the Sukarno dictatorship in 1998. However, it 
was primarily university students, not the poor, who first demonstrated against 
the government. Jakarta's slum dwellers more often vented their fury, instead, 
against the affluent Chinese minority. 

Radical Political Behavior 

While most of the Third World's urban poor have favored moderate and prag
matic forms of political expression, there have been important exceptions. In 
some countries, such as Chile in the early 1970s, Peru in the 1980s, and EI 
Salvador since the mid-1990s, low-income neighborhoods have voted in sub
stantial numbers for Marxist political candidates. And, in a few cases, residents 
of urban slums and shantytowns have been important players in revolutionary 
upheavals. In 1970, Salvador Allende, candidate of Chile's leftist Popular 
Unity (UP) coalition, became the developing world's first democratically 
elected Marxist president. Allende received considerable electoral support in 
the campamentos (squatter settlements) that ring the capital city of Santiago. In 
fact, a number of campamentos were politically organized by the UP or by the 
MIR (Leftist Revolutionary Movement), a group to the left of the UP that peri
odically engaged in armed action.88 In 1983, the poor of Lima played a major 
role in electing a Marxist mayor, Alfonso Barrantes. These examples, as well as 
the Communist Party's electoral successes in several Indian cities, indicate 
that the poor do support radical political parties under certain circumstances. 
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However, those parties must have a realistic chance of winning at the local or 
national level so that they can be in a position to deliver tangible benefits to 
their supporters. Thus, even radical voting is often based on very pragmatic 
calculations. Not long after supporting Barrantes for mayor, Lima's poor 
rejected him for the post of national president, believing that his moderate 
Marxist might work in Lima but were not viable at the national level. 89 

More often, the urban poor are attracted to charismatic populists (such as 
Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez) or to moderate leftists (such as Brazilian 
President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva). Squatters or slum dwellers are even less 
likely to embrace urban guerrillas or other revolutionary movements. Teodoro 
Petkoff, a former leader of the Venezuelan communists' urban guerrilla wing, 
noted that even residents of Caracas's poor barrios who belonged to leftist unions 
rejected the guerrillas. Blue-collar workers often elected communist union repre
sentatives in those days, Petkoff observed, because they felt that union militants 
would deliver more at the bargaining table. On the other hand, in national elec
tions, the urban poor were more likely to vote for the two mainstream parties 
(Social Democrats and Christian Democrats) or even the country's former right
wing dictator, all of whom had a better track record of delivering rewards to their 
supporters.f" Talton Ray's study of barrio politics explains why the residents 
were unlikely to support the armed insurrection of the Armed Forces of National 
Liberation (Fuerza Armada de Liberaci6n Nacional or FALN): 

The FALN's urban guerrilla warfare proved to be a grave tacticalerror ... [creat
ing a] mood of revulsion. . . in the barrios. Terrorist activities struck much too 
close to home. . . . Almost all of the murdered policemen [killed by the FALN]
were barrio residents.l'! 

In the 1980s and 1990s, Peru's Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) guerrillas had 
some success in the shantytowns of Lima. However, in view of Sendero's ter
rorist intimidation tactics against both the peasantry and the urban poor, there 
is reason to believe that the group inspired more fear and acquiescence than 
support. When the popular vice-mayor of one of Peru's largest and most radi
cal shantytowns, Villa EI Salvador, tried to keep the Shining Path out of her 
community, she was brutally assassinated. In any event, Sendero activists in 
both the countryside and urban shantytowns were more often students and 
teachers, rather than the poor themselves. 

This is not to suggest that the urban poor never support revolutions. Josef 
Gugler notes that during the second half of the twentieth century the cities 
played a central role in four of the Third World's revolutions-Bolivia, Cuba, 
Iran, and Nicaragua.f? However, in all but Nicaragua, where mass demonstra
tions by the urban poor were crucial for the revolutionary victory, other social 
classes took the lead in the cities: miners, unionized blue-collar workers, arti
sans, the lower-middle class, and the national police in Bolivia; students and 
university graduates in Cuba; theology students and petroleum workers in 
Iran. In contrast, Douglas Butterworth's study of the former inhabitants of a 
Havana slum, Las Yaguas, conducted almost 20 years after the revolutionary 
victory, found that most respondents were barely aware of Fidel Castro's exis
tence during his rise to power.93 
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CONCLUSION: FUI1JRE URBAN GROWTH 
AND DEMOCRATIC POLITICS 

While the rate of urbanization has slowed in parts of the Third World, absolute 
increases in urban populations will be greater than ever in the coming decades 
(Tables 7.2 and 7.3). Thus, governments will have to heed urban needs, includ
ing those of the poor. Still, even with the best-intentioned public policies, 
developing economies will be hard pressed to provide sufficient jobs, housing, 
sanitation, and social services. Economic crises such as Latin America's and 
Africa's in the 1980s and East Asia's in the late 1990s have made the task all 
the more difficult. Urban crime, pollution, and AIDS will add tremendously to 
the burdens on the political-economic systems. In countries such as South 
Africa, Guatemala, and Iraq, the fall of authoritarian regimes has led to a surge 
in crime. 

Given the current weakness of the radical Left, however, and the tendency 
of the poor to engage in adaptive behavior, urban unrest is more likely to express 
itself in occasional rioting than in mass insurrection or revolution. Perhaps the 
one exception may be in the Middle East, where segments of the urban lower and 
middle classes may turn to militant Islamic fundamentalism, as many have 
already done in Algeria, Egypt, Iran, and Iraq. Elsewhere, crime and drug usage 
are more likely than radical politics to threaten stability in the proximate future. 
In the long run, Third World governments may be able to cope with these prob
lems if they can generate sustained economic growth. In the short term, however, 
the possibility of increased state repression persists in many countries as the mil
itary and middle class become fearful of urban crime or disorder. 

We have noted previously that poor urban neighborhoods generally receive 
more government assistance from democratic governments than from authori
tarian ones. In countries where there has been an enduring transformation from 
dictatorship to democracy, the urban poor will have to refine their strategies for 
securing state resources. Similarly, if newly democratic governments are to 
endure, they will need to become more responsive to the poor and more cog
nizant of the vast inequalities that plague Third World cities. Studies of urban 
slums and shantytowns generally suggest that while the poor are not as radical 
or even potentially radical as once thought, they are not necessarily committed to 
democratic values either. Faced with rising crime rates and economic barriers 
they may become disillusioned with democracy (Chapter 2). Democratic govern
ments will have to prove to them that they are more helpful than alternative 
authoritarian regimes. In addition, political institutions of all kinds need to 
spread democratic cultural values among the urban poor. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1.	 How have Third World governments provided urban housing? To what extent 
have such efforts benefited or hurt the urban poor? 

2. Describe the advantages and limitations of spontaneous housing. In what ways 
are sites-and-services programs an improvement over spontaneous housing? Are 
there disadvantages to sites-and-services programs? 
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3. Discuss the political orientations of the urban poor. What does survey research tell 
us about the way that the urban poor look at their present circumstances and their 
view of the prospects of improving them? 

4. Discuss the role of clientelism (patron-client relationships) in the politics of the 
urban poor. 

5. Discuss the	 growth of urban crime in the Third World, the major obstacles to 
reducing crime, and the possible political consequences of rising crime rates. 

6. Is rapid urban growth (linked to migration) beneficial or harmful in developing 
democratic government? 
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REVOLUTIONARY CHANGE
 

The opening decades of the twentieth century ushered in the Mexican and 
Russian revolutions. The closing decades witnessed the collapse of Soviet 
communism, the transformation of the Chinese and Mexican revolutions, 

and the weakening of Cuba's revolutionary government.' No era in world his
tory encompassed more revolutionary upheaval. Yetas the twenty-first century 
begins, the force that had once promised (or threatened) to transform the face 
of the Third World appears to be spent, at least for the time being. 

Karl Marx, the foremost prophet of revolution, expected them to take 
place in industrialized European nations where the organized working class 
would rise up against the oppressive capitalist system. Instead, modern revo
lutionary movements have been largely a Third World phenomenon, fought 
primarily by the peasantry. And even Europe's internally generated communist 
revolutions-Russia and Yugoslavia-occurred in countries where capitalism 
and industrialization were relatively underdeveloped. The remaining commu
nist regimes in Central Europe were installed by Soviet military intervention, 
not through national uprisings. 

In the Third World, the appeal of revolutionary change has been its pledge 
of rapid and sweeping solutions to the problems of underdevelopment. It prom
ised to end colonial rule, terminate dependency, protect national sovereignty, 
reduce social and economic inequalities, accelerate economic development, mobi
lize the population, and transform the political culture. Not surprisingly, many of 
the LOCs' poor and oppressed, along with numerous intellectuals and alienated 
members of the middle class, have found revolutionary platforms and ideologies 
quite appealing. 

Some revolutionary governments--in China, Cuba, and Mexico, for 
example--were able to deliver on a number of their promises. Under Mao 
Zedong's leadership, the Chinese Communist Party redistributed land to the 
peasantry, industrialized the economy, and transformed the country into a 
world power. Fidel Castro's government implemented extensive land reform, 
an impressive adult literacy campaign, and significant public health programs. 
Mexico's revolutionary party reestablished national sovereignty over the coun
try's natural resources, initiated agrarian reform, and transformed the nation 
into a Third World industrial power. 

Often, however, these gains have come at great cost, including political 
repression, considerable human suffering, and rampant corruption. As a 
result of their revolution, the Chinese people now enjoy far better medical 
care, more education, and better living conditions than ever before. At the 
same time, however, some 30 million people starved to death in the 1950s due 
to the mistaken experiments of Mao's Great Leap Forward. Millions more suf
fered humiliation, imprisonment, or death (for some 400,000 people) during 
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